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Introduction
Tourism distribution channels are groups of entities between tourism providers and the travellers which act as an intermediary within the purchasing process (Kracht and Wang, 2010) . Advancements in technology had particularly high effects onto the way the tourism and hospitality industry operate (Kapiki, 2012; Scaglione et al., 2013) . The entire industry shifted from traditional computer reservation systems; to global distribution systems and finally towards the Internet age resulting in the emergence of online travel agencies (OTAs) such as booking.com (Inversini and Masiero, 2014) . Furthermore, the development of online social networks, online review sites as well as mobile location-based services has added additional channels of distribution which shifted the power of booking towards the consumer (Scaglione et al., 2013) . This development from traditional booking channels towards online and social intermediaries results in the distribution network being extremely complex. Kracht and Wang (2010) conducted a theoretical study on the development of tourism distribution channels and presented an updated structure of tourism distribution channels incorporating online developments such as search engines and OTAs. However, they acknowledged that intermediaries are changing rapidly due to the fast pace in online and technological developments (Kracht and Wang, 2010) . For instance, Inversini and Masiero (2014) identified that tourism businesses have to engage in social media activities in order to communicate with their customers hence, improve marketing and sales activities. Kracht and Wang (2010, p. 752) acknowledged that and stated "as new technology appears, there could be other changes in tourism distribution and Scaglione et al. (2013, p. 288) suggested that "web 2.0…requires reengineering of marketing paradigms and changes in operational business processes".
If the trends of the past are any indicator, industry participants should be prepared for additional forms of intermediation". In particular, the paper seeks to discuss the ways to extent the channels and the influence them reflect broader aspects of tourism distribution and in an attempt to distinguish common factors from the specifics of Crete, though the range of other studies with which detailed comparisons can be made is at present extremely limited (Garin-Munoz and Perez-Amaral, 2010) . Given the paucity of existing work in this field, a regional focus is taken as this provides both the scope to examine a potentially a range of different channel structures and distribution issues while at the same time keeping the fieldwork logistics manageable. Crete is a particularly appropriate focus for such a study. It is one of Greece's leading tourism regions; a region dominated by coastal tourism but also one in which online tour operators and low-cost airlines have experienced significant growth in the past decade. In addition, much of their effort goes to working with traditional tour operators. In the light of the importance of dynamic packaging, more emphasis may need to be given to this segment, particularly with the growth of low cost carriers (Garin-Munoz and Perez-Amaral, 2010) .
Therefore, the present study aims to update the tourism distribution channel model by Kracht and Wang (2010) in order to identify additional forms of intermediations and account for technological developments within the online landscape. Furthermore, Buhalis and Law (2008) suggested that scholars should not only take a theoretical approach but should base their research on empirical data. Therefore, this study uses data from qualitative interviews with managers of tour operators (traditional and nontraditional), online booking/review agents and Cretan hoteliers in order to update the existing tourism distribution model thus, make it more applicable for today's tourism operations.
Literature Review

Distribution Channels Model
According to the Tourism Distribution Channels model (Kracht and Wang, 2010) , the distribution system consists of consumers, online travel agents, web-able corporate travel agents, web-able tour operators, Global Distribution System (GDS) incoming travel agents, switches, destination marketing organizations (DMOs), web browser, other search engines, suppliers website and meta-search engines. GDS began in tourism industry as airline computer reservation systems (CRS) as technical electronic intermediaries (Buhalis and Licata, 2002) . In the airline sector, traditional travel agents benefitted from intermediation as a result of business relationships with the GDSs such as Sabre, Galileo, Amadeus and Worldspsan. GDS's airlines now collaborate with "GDS New Entrants," who are also known as "Global New Entrants," or "GNEs". These GNEs utilise Farelogix, G2 Switchworks, and ITA Software, which has been developed from the search technology of Orbitz, providing the services of GDSs at a lower price.
Within the tourism industry, the last decade has witnessed the emergence of the web as an increasingly important distribution channel for the tourism industry and the emergence of new travel eMediaries such as Orbitz, Expendia and Lastminute to name a few (Kalodikis and Yannakopoulos, 2003) . The new business models being adopted by these players are essentially a combination of a merchant model with dynamic packaging. This has effectively transformed OTAs into online tour operators thus bringing travel eMediaries in direct competition with the longer established tour operators such as TUI, MyTravel or Thomas Cook.
ITA Software provides another layer of intermediation by providing online travel agent Orbitz with meta-search engines such as Bing Travel, Fare Compare, Kayak, Side Step, GNE or Farelogix. Despite this threat, the GDSs have proven their resilience and importance within the distribution chain. Following the example of Sabre in having a stake in an online travel agency, other GDSs owners formed relationships with OTAs, just as they had with traditional agents in the past. For example, Opodo is associated with Amadeus; and Expedia is associated with World Span. With these relationships, the GDSs had re-intermediated themselves (Armstrong, 2009) . Furthermore, suppliers have begun to establish webpages which connect directly with customers, therefore using the traditional retail agents' model. Moreover, traditional travel agents have been useful to hotels, the latter have also disintermediated the traditional role of travel agents by selling directly to customers via the Internet. Search engines, such as Google, first led to the intermediating role in 1998 (Flint et al., 2011) . By facilitating the inception of this category of intermediaries, Internet technology set in motion a structural change that has shifted power to a new position. It can also disintermediate the developers of other web browser products, depriving them of revenues generated by searches initiated from their browsers. In this sense, the developers of web browser software have also become intermediaries within tourism distribution channels, to whom other intermediaries have to pay revenue (Claro and Claro, 2010) .
From the tourism demand side, the rapid growth of travellers urges the utilisation of powerful CRSs for the administration of traffic. CRSs satisfy consumer needs for easy access and compare information on a wide variety of choices of destinations, holiday packages, travel, lodging and leisure services. They also provide immediate confirmation and speedy documentation of reservations providing a greater degree of flexibility and enabling prospective travellers to book at "last minute" (Liao and Tseng, 2008) . According to Sigala (2007) , there has been insufficient research in the area of incoming travel agencies using the Internet. Companies, such as Kayak, have been conceived by founders of OTAs such as Expedia, Orbitz, and Travelocity as well as other meta-search engines (Kayak.com, 2009) . Electronic intermediaries are also emerging dynamically and increasingly threaten traditional distributors. For example, Lastminute.com is now challenging the business models of Thomson and Thomas Cook, forcing them to rethink their operations and strategies. The model below illustrates the development of a complex interdependent system which now exists due to the Internet. 
Influence of ICTs on Distribution Channels
The Internet has a global reach for the marketing of tourism products. Scholars stated that the internet provides many opportunities for the tourism industry such as an increase in choice that also closes the gap between consumers and suppliers (Berne et al. 2012; Xiang and Gretzel, 2010) . Moreover, Law (2009) revealed that the technological revolution has allowed the emergence of several elements such as Computer Reservation Systems (CRS), Global Distribution Channels (GDC), and Destination Management Systems (DMS) to emerge to facilitate the distribution of tourism products. O'Connor (2010) concluded that the Internet and emerging technologies provide unprecedented tools for communication and interaction, bridging the gap between tourism suppliers and consumers on a global basis. However, according to Law (2009) current technologies are also providing travellers with far easier method of publically criticising the service levels within the hotel industry, and one example of this is Tripadvisor. Currently, electronic distribution systems are in frequent use for airlines and hotel rooms, and GDS have already started using the Internet. O'Connor, (2010) concluded that in the past few years, the Internet has significantly changed the distribution channels of the travel industry and Law (2009) agreed that the Internet has become a virtual market which requires specific communication and distribution strategies like any other market. Berne et al. (2012) acknowledged that the tourism industry is at the forefront when it comes to the effect emerging technologies have on the structure of the industry. While early adopters for new technologies often gain market share, companies that use traditional marketing strategies are often left behind due to a lack of customisation (Berne et al., 2012) . Within the tourism industry this shift of power is particularly difficult for intermediaries as the power has increasingly shifted towards the consumer (Ford et al., 2012) . Therefore, intermediaries are advised to invest into e-commerce solutions to stay on the bandwagon and remain competitive (Berne et al., 2012 ).
Inversini and Masiero (2014) investigated the hoteliers' perspective in regards to the effect of emerging technologies and confirmed the conflict between profitability and customer relationship management. In order to be visible in today's tourism landscape it is inevitable to be present on online intermediaries such as Booking.com, to acquire new customers as well as retain existing ones. However, high commissions decrease profit margins drastically. According to Inversini and Masiero (2014) , the implementation of social media into sales strategies could tackle this problem as rooms could be directly sold via hotels' own websites which again leads to disintermediation and an increase power of the consumer. Furthermore, Douglas and Lubbe (2014) assessed the increased importance of mobile technology for the tourism distribution channel market; identifying a higher growth rate than both, traditional onand offline channels. After the explosive growth of all these technologies, extranet-XML is the next step of empowering tourism providers and consumers. According to Caber et al. (2013, p. 106) , "extranets are Internet-based applications that allow external organizations access to a company's internal information". Overall, extranets improves tourism organisations' productivity as it allows an instant review of information (Caber et al., 2013) .
Methods
The purpose of the present study is to identify how the emergence of technologies has affected the Cretan tourism distribution channels structure and the role of traditional tour operators. Qualitative data collection in form of semi-structured interviews was used. Interview questions were designed based on a literature review and the following questions were mentioned in this research: what has been the biggest change in tourism distribution channels over the last 4 years; and currently, who are key players in tourism distribution channels; do you think that traditional tour operators are ready for the shift towards dynamic packaging or do you think there will be some new players turning up on the stage; are there any changes between the relationship of your business and key business partners due to the new players in distribution channels; are there any players that disappeared over the last few years.
Interviews were conducted during the ITB Berlin between 5 th to 9 th of March 2014. To gain a deeper understanding of the subject area, participants with at least 5 years of tourism business experience were interviewed. Therefore, non-probability and purposeful judgmental sampling was employed (Buhalis and Zoge, 2007) . Twenty managers were interviewed representing all different types of Greek tour operators and hoteliers including Tripadvisor, HRS, Hotelbeds, Kuoni Group, TravelZoo, Hotelplan, YouTravel, Low Cost Holidays.com as well as a number of hoteliers from Crete. The aim of using this sample was to gather the opinion from a wide range of tour operators (traditional and non-traditional), online booking/review agents as well as hoteliers. The data were analysed using content analysis to identify the most prominent outcomes and concepts (Buhalis and Zoge, 2007) .
Findings
This section presents the content analysis of the interviews with Cretan tour operators and hoteliers. Table 1 present the codes which will be used throughout the analysis. 
The influence of dynamic packaging on traditional tour operators
Technological advancements have huge impacts on the travel distribution market all over the world. However, the situation within the Cretan tourism market is different. The Crete hoteliers and the local travel agents are trying to support more the traditional tour operators. DCM1 acknowledged the connection between traditional tour operators and enhanced online capabilities by stating that "we cannot forget that 70 percent of the sales by the traditional tour operators comes from the online systems". The disadvantage of the island of Crete is transportation as it does not provide the possibility for independent tourism for the Cretan tourism industry as they "have a problem with flight… Crete is not a place like Spain where you can go on a round-trip as you need to travel by plane" (HSM2). He particularly emphasised that "tour operators such as TUI, Thomas Cook and Alltours as well as Thompson own the capacity of aircrafts". In addition, CM2, the online tour operator, agreed that nowadays the entire Cretan tourism market is controlled by the big traditional tour operators as they control the market of the charter flights. Interestingly, low-cost carriers, which are considered important carriers within Europe, have only small percentages within Crete as the majority of planes are chartered or owned by major tour operators (CM2). This example shows the immense power of tour operators exercised over the Cretan tourism market and hoteliers and displays the biggest difference to mainland destinations which are more reliant on online travel agencies. Furthermore one online travel agent, DCM1, concluded that controlling the transport acts as an insurance for traditional tour operators against online competitors. Nevertheless, HGM1 identified that the biggest change over the past four years has been that online reservations have grown up rapidly. On the other hand HSM2 stated that "we cannot ignore and stop cooperate with the traditional tour operators that have been trusted and tested through the years…. We want good partners to fill up our beds and secure our interest". Tour operators focus on the new trends of online bookings but at the same time try to retain existing customers. HGM1 identified that "tour operators are afraid of the competition…mostly they are afraid that they will lose the traditional customers…this is the reason that why we still find printing brochures and catalogues that do not have anything to do with the online system and which are marketing tools that should not be produced anymore due to being outdated marketing techniques". Furthermore CM4, working for a traditional tour operator, pointed out that "I don't think that the traditional players such as tour operators can be transformed into dynamic players because of the mentality of the whole structure".
The change in key players over the last four years
The present study aims to update the tourism distribution channels model presented in Figure 1 for the Cretan tourism context. In the tourism industry, the influence of the technology has affected traditional tour operators due to an increased demand for dynamic packaging. According to CM4 "all the traditional tour operators are following the lead of the model of booking.com because now everybody is getting online platforms… as it is the way to reduce costs and go faster and increase efficiency". Furthermore, CM3 agreed that traditional tour operators are intrigued by the new developments in online bookings stating that "Thomas Cook has Hotels4U and TUI has Hotelbeds in an effort to get into this part of the business". As identified above, the traditional tour operators still engage in traditional practices in order to retain existing customers however, they are trying to "adjust their program in order to catch up the new market change" (HGM1). CM2 identified that "TUI and Thomas Cook already entered the other market and they control the online side of business" which related back to the enormous power of traditional tour operators within Crete. Furthermore, the importance of online travel agents was supported by FO, the founder of an online tour operators, who stated that "technology is the biggest chance for the distribution channel market and all the time we have new channels and have to adapt our products to new challenges that we have". Besides, he identified that "booking.com is considered the key player in the European tourism distribution channel market as sixty percent of all bookings come through booking.com.
The change in relationship between tour operators and hoteliers
As expected, the influence of social media has changed how travellers access and book tourism products. CM1, contract manager of one of the online booking engines, supported the importance of social media by identifying that they had to integrate their booking engines via Facebook in order to account for the increased demand on these networks. In addition, CM4 acknowledged that "everybody goes through these channels (Facebook and Twitter) and they influence a lot of the market". This also effects the way hotels receive bookings as customers can directly access hotels' own website from social media links which reduces commissions. However, HSM2 rejected this point of view and raised his concern saying that "I do not think that new players in the market such as Tripadvisor or Holidaycheck can interfere their sales business of traditional online operators….We cannot compare them with booking.com, Expedia" as they do not have the influence on the reservation at the moment. SM2, sales manager of an online tour operator specialising in deals and packages, pointed out that "the direction we are going in the future is social media and mobile phones". This was supported by SM1 who identified that "iPhone is growing and many customers can book their holidays through mobile devices". It is important to mention that "you can book a room in the morning and you can go and stay there in the evening". CM3 acknowledged that "you can have the client in the reception booking or you can have them in front of you five minutes after booking". Nevertheless, this phenomenon might again be more likely on the mainland as holidays on an island are normally less spontaneous and require some planning. One hotel contracts and sales manager, HSM2, pointed out that there is a new application that TUI adopted saying "You can do all the business from the day you decide to go for holiday until the departure through your mobile".
The influence of ICTs onto the tourism distribution channel structure
Four participants (SM2, SM1, CM4, RCM) agreed that the local travel agencies will disappear. CM4 identified that there is a big problem for incoming/local travel agencies as they are being pushed out of the market in order to reduce costs. Furthermore, "if the platform or the online tour operator has direct access to hoteliers or to the customer making the booking online then they will disappear or they will be only content management companies feeding their systems and be located somewhere let's say in India". RCM mentioned that TUI provides hoteliers with their own administration rights so that they are able to change rates and have direct relationship with the tour operators and the customers. RCM furthermore forecasted that the future trend will be B2C as there will be no more brokers and the customer will directly make their own reservations, book transport and excursions all on one site. Furthermore, HGM2 believes that hotels in Crete will have increased power in the future in terms of marketing strategies and bookings which changes the distribution channels model. SM1 agreed that hotels nowadays use hotel-manager software such as travelclick.com for selling their rooms. In addition, SM2 identified that hoteliers are nowadays enables to control themselves with travel window use so it makes it a "free experience" for all parties. Figure 2 presents the updated tourism distribution channels model for the Cretan tourism context from 2010 to 2014, representing how the tourism distribution channels market works at the moment. Figure 3 looks a bit further and shows the future structure of tourism distribution channels in Crete. The biggest change is the disappearance of incoming agents and the appearance of Extranet-XML which is considered one of the biggest changes in the future Cretan tourism distribution channel market according to interviewees (CM4, RCM, HGM2, SM1, SM2). This study has shown that within the last 4 years the biggest change within the tourism distribution channels were that social media connects with the online travel agencies and the suppliers' website (Lee et al., 2013) . The recent recognition of the importance of distribution as a source of competitive advantage in the marketing mix for tourism is not considered sufficient. A more strategic approach to tourism distribution is needed by Cretan hotel owners and managers. The implementation of selling technologies within the accommodation environment can enhance the dynamic characteristics and predisposition of travel agencies and tour operators towards social media (Hsu, 2012; Fuchs et al., 2008; Schegg and Scaglione 2014) . In addition, more and more customers use mobile applications to access tour operators and airline companies. Furthermore, hoteliers through the Extranet or Suppliers Extra can build direct relationship with their suppliers (tour operators) without the necessity for intermediaries. Hoteliers can enter into the online arena taking care of online sales as well as online communication and marketing which provides them with increasingly more power. This is particularly true as a professional, coherent and consistent presence both on online selling channels and online discussion and review channels will foster sales (Carroll and Siguaw, 2003) . This result suggests a different underlying perception of hoteliers towards the two online technologies, in which Hotel Management Software to be related to hotel capacity (e.g. an effective instrument for increasing the occupancy rate as much as possible) and direct relationship with the suppliers and the customers.
Theoretical and Practical Implications
Technological advancements change the tourism distribution channels on a regular basis. However, there is limited previous research which updated the tourism distribution channels model, particularly within the Cretan context. Therefore, the proposed model, which is based on key players within the Cretan tourism context, adds to the academic pool of knowledge. Furthermore, this study identified the importance of Extranet-XML for the future of tourism distribution channels supporting Caber et al. (2013) . Extranets use Internet technology to communicate between suppliers and customers. Tourism Extranet supports all business dealings with external users and partners, in particular the management of tourism contracts between tour operators and hoteliers. In addition, Cretan hoteliers are losing market share in favour of independently organised tourism facilitated using dynamic packages. At the same time, the results of interviews revealed that incoming agents will disappear. Furthermore, the importance of mobile devices and social media for platforms such as Tripadvisor was confirmed within this study.
For practitioners, the updated model as well as the future model show opportunities and areas to focus marketing strategies on which confirms previous research by Scaglione et al. (2013) . Understanding the tourist behaviour is important to travel suppliers and tourism authorities for formulating effective marketing strategies and policies, in order to fully exploit the potential of new and emerging channels. This complexity presents many challenges to all those involved in marketing travel and tourism as well as to tourism researchers.
Limitations and Future Research
There are a number of limitations within the present study. The customer perspective is important to identify in the future because they provide more information than the travel professionals for the sustainability of the intermediaries. Further research in different geographical and touristic contexts is encouraged in order to support the findings and provide a wider generalisability of the results. In addition, in order to increase the reliability and enhance generalisability, future research could use a quantitative approach in order to gather data from a wider population. Furthermore, with the rapid development of technologies, it is essential to update the tourism distribution channels model on a regular basis. The emergence of wearable computing such as smart watches and Google Glass will affect the way tourism businesses operate in the future thus, future research might investigate their effect on tourism distribution channels.
